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This is the decrease 
in the number of 
inhabitants registered in the 
prefecture in 2019. It's the first time 
that it has fallen below the threshold 
of 20,000 people. This represents a 
decline of 0.96%, much larger than 
the previous year's 0.1196. The cities 
that have been most affected are, in 
descending order, Niigata (4,198), 
Nagaoka (2,367), Joestu (2,153), Sado 
(1,177), and Murakami (1,146). 


IN THE EYE OF ERIC RECHSTEINER 
Fukushimagata Nature Education Garden, Niigata 


Niigata, the main city of the prefecture which bears the same name, is one of those provincial cities 
that, despite every effort, has not been transformed into a sprawling metropolis. Designated as a 
port open for international trade in the mid-19th century, it was not developed to the same extent 
as Yokohama, which became the country's second city. An illustration of this is the presence of this 


nature reserve. 


tourism The Michelin 
Guide in Niigata 


On 15 May 2020, Japanese restaurant 
lovers will be able to buy The 2020 
Niigata Michelin Guide — special edition. 

It’s the first time that the prefecture has 
been honoured by the famous red 
guide's food critics. The guide is well 
established in the Archipelago as several 
towns and regions already have their 
own editions, and don't forget that 
Tokyo is the city with the most “stars 

in the world. 


economy Foreign 
workers increasing 
According to the Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare, there were 
10,430 migrant workers in Niigata 
prefecture at the end of October 
2019, a rise of 17% compared to the 
previous year. It was also an all-time 
record. The majority of them (45%) 
work in industry. Vietnamese 
immigrants are the most numerous 
(3,106). Their numbers have risen by 
4896 in a year. 
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The Joyful Train lineup at JR EAST makes train riding fun as we are pushing 
the limits on train design to create a new way to travel. 

Riding the train is no longer just about the destination but about how you get 
there. Qur Joyful Train lineup offers an exciting variety of services. 

Call your friends or family and plan a trip today. 


KAIRI Niigata-Sakata 


Discover the local cuisine while travelling through magnificent landscapes on the KAIRI train, which has been designed 
to highlight the charms of the Niigata and Shonai region. Comfortably seated whilst contemplating the wonderful views 
of the Sea of Japan, you will be able to choose between a traditional Japanese menu based on Niigata products and an 
Italian menu with Shonai products. Don't forget to book ahead in a travel agency in Japan to enjoy these two premium 
menus. Fora more modest budget you can try the lunchbox [KAIRI-Tokusei- BENTO) that you can book in the Ticketing 
and Travel Service Center [View Plaza] agencies. 2 


JR EAST PASS can be used to ride Joyful Trains within the pass area. 


Ф GENBI SHINKANSEN 


JR EAST PASS (Nagano, Niigata area ] 


5 days of unlimited travel on Shinkansen trains in the area covered! 


капи (kam 


If you want to make the most of your trip in Eastern Japan, we recommend a visit 
to the Nagano and Niigata areas. Both are relatively close to Tokyo. 


У Terms and Conditions for Purchase and Use 
Available only to foreign nationals with a non-Japanese passport who enter Japan under the entry 
status of Temporary Visitor valid for 90 days or less 


У How to Purchase 

1. For sale in Japan only - Purchase at sales locations in Japan 

2. For sale outside Japan - Purchase an e-ticket from an overseas travel agency or JR East website. 
and exchange it for a pass at an exchange location in Japan 
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Niigata in a few numbers 
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їйї Population 2,217,734 inhabitants (January 2020) 


Shimoaikawa 
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Niigata, from shadow to light 
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To make young people aware of the importance of reading newspapers, Niigata Nippo has opened a museum on the premises of their new printing works 


DALY PAPER Close to its readers 


With a circulation of more than 
400,000, the Niigata Nippo has become 
a benchmark for the Japanese press. 


gta may be one of Japan's less flashy 

N prefectures, but its main daily, the Ni- 
igata Міро, has one of the country's 

finest and most attention-grabbing newspaper 


headquarters. Located in the heart of the city 
and a mere ten-minute walk from Niigata 


Station, the brand-new building is a far cry 
from their previous bland-looking head office. 
Completed in 2013, the 105-metre-tall Media- 
ship is shaped like a sail, and towers above the 
waterfront and nearby Shinano River. More 
surprises can be found inside: while most news- 
paper headquarters are off-limits to casual 
Visitors, this mixed-use building gives a welcoming 
feeling as it houses restaurants, cafes, shops, 
and offers free Wi-Fi. You can even climb to 
the top for free and enjoy a fantastic view from 
the 20th floor. On a clear day you can actually 
see a lot of Niigata, including the beautiful 
snow-capped mountains of the Bandai-Asahi 
National Park. 
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‘The Niigata Nippo was created in 1942 through 
the merger of three pre-existing dailies — the 
Niigata Nichinichi Shinbun, Nügata-en Chuo 


Shinbun, and Joctsu Shinbun — and gained na- 
tional acclaim over the next 80 years by pursuing 
hard-hitting local news stories and bringing 
them toa wider public. By doing this, as managing 
editor BABA Yukio points out, the newspaper 
has gained the respect of its peers and received 
several awards for excellence in reporting. 

“We got our first Japan Press Association Award 
їп 1964," BABA says, “when we covered that 
year’s Niigata earthquake. This is a seismically 
dangerous region because there are a number 
of active fault lines between Niigata and Sado 
Island.” The city, which had just recovered 
from the Great Fire of 1955, was extensively 
damaged by the combination of fires, tsunami 
and soil liquefaction. “The lower part of Niigata 
City was built on sand deposits from the Shinano 
and Agano rivers,” BABA says. “The trembling 
caused areas of reclaimed land to liquefy, and 
several apartment buildings either leant over at 
an angle or toppled over completely." 

There were even more serious consequences in 


2007 when tremors from the Chuetsu earthquake 
damaged the Kashiwazaki-Kariwa Nuclear Power 
Plant and caused a leak of radioactive gases. 
Built in the carly 1980s on the coast of the Sea 
of Japan, its seven reactors make it the single 
largest nuclear power station in the world. The 
whole plant was shut down following the 6.6 
magnitude earthquake. Units 1, 6 and 7 were 
started up again in 2009, but after the disaster 
in Fukushimaall units were shut down to carry 
out safety improvements. As of March 2020, 
no units have been restarted, and the date for 
resuming operations remains unknown. 

"If a big accident like Fukushima occurs at the 
Kashiwazaki plant, Niigata City will probably 
have to be evacuated because the wind would 


blow radioactivity in this direction,” BABA says. 
“Even without going so far as to call it an ‘ant 
nuclear movement’, people are increasingly wor- 
ried by the presence of this massive plant. Time 
and again, the Tokyo Electric Power Company 
(TEPCO, the same company that manages 
Fukushima) has been caught trying to conceal 
problems and malfunctions in Kashiwazaki, in- 
cluding a deliberate falsification of data in 2002.” 


The 1964 earthquake was followed by a tsunami 
wave that travelled upstream along the Shinano 
River. Though the risk of tsunami in Niigata is 
not as high as in Tohoku, the experts say that 
chances are а 15-metre-high tsunami will hit 
the prefecture in the future. As a consequence, 
several measures have been taken to improve 
the safety of the plant, including building a 50- 
metre-deep sea barrier. 

“Personally, what I find most troubling,” BABA 
says “is that there are still no solutions to the 
problem of how to dispose of all the radioactive 
waste. I like to compare the nuclear energy in- 
dustry to a mansion without a toilet. You can 
build the most beautiful house, but if you can't 
get rid of the waste you produce, it’s pretty 
useless. In my opinion, if they can't solve this 
problem quickly, we should look for a different 
way of producing energy which is cleaner and 
safer. Look at what is happening in Fukushima. 
I don't think that dumping huge quantities of 
radioactive water into the sea is the right thing 
todo.” 

In 2000, the “Rocking the Security Myth: 
Kashiwazaki-Kariwa Nuclear Plant" series was 
presented with the JCJ Award by the Japan 
Press Association. 

When asked which stories the Niigata Nippo 
readers are most interested in, BABA is quick to 
mention Japan-North Korea relations and the 
thorny abduction issue in particular. Starting 
with YOKOTA Megumi in 1977, at least five 
Niigata residents are said to have been abducted 
by the North Korean secret service and taken 
to the Hermit Kingdom to teach Korean spies 
Japanese language and customs. Мерит case 
is the one that has received the most attention, 
particularly because in contrast to the other 
abductees, who were in their late teens or early 
20s when they were kidnapped, Megumi was 
only 13 when she disappeared while walking 
home from school. 

As Niigata Nippo journalist HARA Takashi ex- 
plains, a couple of factors made the prefecture a 
favourite hunting ground for the kidnappers. 
“First of all, Niigata is Japan's closest point to 
North Korea as the Sea of Japan separating us is 
only 900 kilometres wide there,” HARA says. 
“Also, and perhaps more importantly, there is a 
historical connection between Niigata and Korea: 
many Korean immigrants who had worked in 
Japan in the 1930s and 1940s were repatriated 
after the war, and the ships that took them 
home would leave from Niigata. So it was easy 
for the communist spies to infiltrate Japan.” 
HARA is part of the newspaper's editorial de- 
partment, which has followed che Megumi- 
case since she was abducted. Their tireless 
work to uncover the truth was recognised in 
2004 when the paper won yet another Japan 
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On 1 November 1942, Niigata Nippo went to press for the first time. 


Press Association Award for its “Abduction — 
North Korea" series. 

"The important thing for us is to keep the case 
open and make sure that the story is not distorted 
or manipulated by interested parties such as the 
Japanese right,” HARA says. "We have a duty to 
ensure that Megumi's plight is not forgotten.” 
Editor ВАВА, 56, is a Niigata Nippo veteran, 
having worked at the newspaper for the last 35 
years, and has witnessed the daily going through 
several changes. “Currently, 512 people work 
for the paper,” he says. "We used to have a cir- 
culation of half a million copies, but in recent 
years our readership has been negatively affected 
by the general crisis in the news sector, com- 
pounded by the population decline in the pre- 
fecture." According to the Japan Audit Bureau 
of Circulations, in 2019 the paper's morning 
edition had a circulation of 420,000, with a 
70% share of the market in the prefecture, while 
the evening edition sold more than 38,500 
copies. Today, their giant printing facility in 
Kurosaki, where the previous head office was 
located, also prints the local editions of several 
national newspapers such as the Yomiuri Shinbun 
and Nihon Keizai Shinbun, with a total output 
of about 60,000 copies daily. 

“We have always tried to put people at the 
centre of our work,” BABA says, “not only as 
readers but also by giving them the chance to 
actively contribute to our content. For a long 
time, we have had a lively readers’ column called 
“Mado (Window), while oncea week, we publish 
acolumn called ‘Readers’ Arts’, which publishes 
contributions of poetry such as tanka, haiku, 
and senryu (comic haiku). The Niigata Nippo 
is also said to be the only Japanese daily that 
publishes readers’ short stories.” 

In 2016, in order to combat the recent slump 


in sales the old evening edition was replaced by 
Otona+, anew tabloid that focuses on issues of 
particular interest to their adult readers. “The 
biggest theme is how to expand the possibilities 
for adults living in Niigata to enjoy adulthood 
and think about their place in society,” BABA 
says. "Бити fumu, on the other hand, targets 
students. We are focusing our efforts on culti- 
vating the readers of the future through a series 
of initiatives whose purpose is to show school 
children thar reading newspapers is important 
and can be fun. That's why we regularly invite 
groups of children to visit our Omoshiro Shin- 
bunkan (Museum of Newspaper Wonders) lo- 
cated inside our printing facility." 
The Niigata Nippo is also developing Global 
Niigata, a network of foreign correspondents 
consisting of people from Niigata who are cur- 
rently based abroad. Right now, there are four 
such correspondents who live in New York, 
Paris, Shanghai, and San Paulo in Brazil. 
“This year, at long last, we are going all out to 
strengthen our online presence by making our 
website visually more appealing and adding videos. 
We have also come up with а discount for 
students. Our readers average age is quite high. 
We definitely need to attract younger audience." 
‘Whatever the problems the newspaper industry 
is going through, BABA has a clear idea about 
what he wants to achieve in the years to come. 
“There is still so much news, so many stories 
out there, that haven't been discovered yet. It is 
our job and our duty to dig them up and make 
our readers aware of the issues at stake, Ideally, 
every time people read the Niigata Nippo they 
should be filled with a sense of wonder and dis- 
covery. My goal is to make our paper a truly 
worthwhile reading experience.” 

GIANNI SIMONE 
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Niigata, the largest city їп the prefecture of the same name, is a gateway to the Sea of Japan and its immense potential. 


The hidden side of Japan 


As the granary of the Archipelago, 
Niigata prefecture has experienced 
great hardship, but still has lots to offer. 


visitor from abroad travelling through 
this prefecture for the first time is 
truck both by the prevalence of rice 


fields as well as the region’s incredible transport 
infrastructure and its extensive road and rail 
network. Rice grown in Niigata and the prod- 
ucts derived from it, particularly sake, are 
rightly considered to be among Japan's best 
agricultural products. The local farmers have 
gained a strong reputation not only thanks to 
their high-quality products bur also to the in- 
fluence they have been able to wield in Japanese 
politics. Their electoral clout at a time when 
the opinions of farmers carried a lor of weight 
explains why the prefecture was indulged and 
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benefitted from huge investment which it did 
not deserve more than any other region in 
the Archipelago. Motorways and high-speed 
trains gradually invaded the countryside under 
the impetus of TANAKA Kakuei, still the most 
famous political personality in the prefecture, 
indeed in the whole of the country. A former 
Prime Minister (1972-1974), member of the 
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which has 
been in power since 1955 (except for two pe- 
riods between 1993-1995 and 2009-2012), 
he is the archetypal post-war Japanese politician 
who consolidated his influence both thanks 
to his talent, certainly, but above all to his 
now legendary corrupt behaviour. Itis probably 
no coincidence that the writer and former 
governor of Tokyo, ISHIHARA Shintaro, wrote 
a “first-person” biography entitled Tensai (the 
Genius), which sums up his character pretty 


well, He held sway over Japan at a time when 
Japanese political life was still very dependent 
on the support of rural areas. 

In effect, at that period, farmers and politicians 
had become interdependent. Throughout 
spring and summer, the former would put 
pressure on the latter for an increase in the 
price of rice that the government bought 
during the course of the year. In Niigata, 
where agriculture had always played a central 
role, rural organisations were very powerful 
as they were able to mobilize significant funds 
to support the politicians who were most 
open to their demands, as well as encourage 
local voters to vote for the candidates who 
were sympathetic to them. This explains why, 
for a long time, TANAKA Kakuci benefitted 
from a solid electoral base in the prefecture. 
It has to be said that the system afforded the 


rural areas a certain advantage, which explains 
why their applications for subsidies (to coun- 
teract adverse weather conditions, improve 
soil infertility, etc.) were often granted. This 
give-and-take was a practice which served 
both parties well. TANAKA Kakuei, like his 
party the LDP, rook advantage of it to hold 
on to power for very many years. 

What also allowed the former government 
chief to retain this degree of support, was his 
commitment to promoting the opening up 
of the regions. Just prior to the first oil crisis, 
he published Nippon retto kaizo-ron (Outline 
Plan for the Reconstruction of Japan), a review 
of the future development of the country at a 
time it was facing numerous problems (pol- 
lution, urban concentration, ст). In particular, 
his goal was to stem the rural exodus, which 
results in weakening the areas outside large 
urban conurbations. To achieve this, he spec- 
ulated that the development of a modern 
transport infrastructure would lead to industrial 


growth. “Ic is possible to transform Japan into 
a richer, less polluted and more pleasant place 
to live than it is now. To do this, it is necessary 
to redirect the course of our modern history, 
which has focused on industry, people and 
urban centres by shifting 
development activity aw: 


culture in the m 


y from more remote 


areas,” he wrote. 
In other words, he wanted Japan to turn from 
its pos 


Pacific Ocean public side, in favour of its Ura 


оп of Omote Nihon, its advanced 


Nihon, the less populated and underdeveloped 
private Sea of Japan side. He encouraged in- 
frastructure 


vestment in Niigata, where he 
was born, as he considered it to be the ideal 
place to realise his ideas. He like to talk about 
“the dawn of a new age, one of rocket trains”, 
which “could run at 500 kilometers an hour, 
or almost twice as fast as today's trains”. 
‘Though his project was not completely without 
foundation, nevertheless it has many limita- 
tions. On one hand, Niigata was already 
sparsely populated, and construction costs for 
the 270-kilometer high-speed line alone were 
to skyrocket due to the terrain, which made 
the work extremely complicated. However, 
the local population did not begrudge the 
cost, just as they took no notice of his in- 
volvement in the Lockheed scandal, which, 


ten years later forced him to resign from his 
position as Prime Minister, and led to his 
being sentenced to 4 years in prison. Even 
today, for the majority of Niigata’s inhabitants 
he is the politician of whom they are most 
proud. And for good reason, as, over the years 
and with the reform of the electoral system 
they have lost their former political influence. 
The market for rice, of which they were the 


Rice fields are an important element in the local countryside. 


fiercest guardians, has opened up to foreign 
produced rice, while their votes now carry 
the same weight as city dwellers. And as there 
are so few of them, th 
their interests so vigorously. The LDP no 
longer needs their support to hold on to power 
since urban voters, disappointed with the op- 
position, now also vote for the party of the 
established order. T. 
his good image though his “speculation” has 
failed. The country is certainly richer and less 
polluted than in the 1960s and 1970s, but 
the inequality between urban and rural areas 
has not been resolved, rather it has worsened 


y are unable to defend 


AKA Kakuei maintains 


with the effect of demographic changes. 

As the daily newspaper Niigata Nippo reported. 
(sce pp.6-7) in January, in a series of articles 
neatly entitled “Sanbyaku kiro no kontorasuto 
(300 kilometers of contrast), about the divide 
that still exists between the capital and the 
wider region, Niigata prefecture has suffered 
more than elsewhere from the consequences 
of demographic decline. With 14.7% of its 
houses empty, abandoned after their last in- 
habitants died, the region is about one point. 
above the national average (13.6%) and 4 
points above that in the capital. The worst 
thing is that the trend has accelerated over 
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the past 5 years in Niigata, while it has stabilised 
at the national level and is decreasing in Tokyo. 
Sadly, this highlights the obvious fact that 
government policy has shamefully failed to 
ensure recovery in the regions. 

However, Niigata prefecture has many assets. 
Its geographical position places it at the heart 
of East Asia, which means it could become 
an important centre of activity in the event 
of strengthening economic ties in the region. 
At the close of the 1980s and start of the 
1990s, at a period when European integration 
captivated the world's imagination including 
Asia, a vast economic initiative between the 
Russian Far East, Northeast China, North 


and South Korea, and that part of Japan 
overlooking the Sea of Japan saw the light of 
day and aroused a great deal of enthusiasm 
in the region of Niigata. Several investment 
projects were broached, air links established 
between the different regions in the scheme, 
and dozens of books detailing the potential 
benefits for the prefecture published. It was 
а time when a large number of used-cars 
dealers set up shop in the hope of exporting 
these second-hand cars to nearby Russia 
where the concept of Made in Japan was a 
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Visitors are always welcomed with a smile, like here in the district of Honchodori, in Niigata. 


dream come true. Political problems at state 
level compromised this idea of an economic 
zone around the Sea of Japan, though or 
can imagine it could possibly happen in the 
years to come. 


While it waits, Niigata can still rely on the 
wealth of its agricultural production, which 
remains robust in spite of the region's ageing 
rural population, so much so that the Japanese 
government hosted the G20 Agriculture Min- 
isters’ meeting there in May 2019. Sake, the 
other flagship product of the region, is cur- 
rently the subject of a wide-ranging campaign 
of support on the part of the Japanese au- 
thorities in the hope of promoting it more 
beyond the country’s borders. Thanks to its 
know-how and the quality of its production, 
Niigata can expect to reap the benefits of in- 
ternational enthusiasm for “the drink of the 
gods”. It appears that certain people have be- 
come aware of the importance of preserving 
traditions in this regard, as underlined by 
the creation of a sake research group last 
spring on the initiative of Professor SAWAMURA 
Akira from Niigata University. After all, 
nothing could be more normal as there are 
around 90 sake breweries in the prefecture, 


the highest number in the country. 
Other valuable resources the prefecture can 


jal and the 


count on are its tourist pot 
warmth of its inhabitants. In effect, it has all 
the elements to make it a successful des 
for visitors from abroad. The city of Niigata 
and its Furumachi district can rival Kyoto in 
terms of its geisha. There are about thirty 
geigi, as they are called here, to enliven the 
district in its ryote? (traditional premises) 
where they dance, sing and perform to the 
delight of their clients, They have an advantage 
over the former Imperial capital in that they 
are more “accessible”. Shibata, several kilometres 
from Niigata, is also full of character. Yahiko 
Shrine, to the south of Niigata, is a magnificent 
example of Japanese architecture. It houses 
the Shida-no-Otachi, the longest sword in the 
country, and its 30 meter high ‘oriiis unfailingly 
impressive. Sado Island, Nagoaka's fireworks 
(sce pp.13-14) and its snowcapped mountains 
are other first-rate attractions, which the pre- 
fecture can rely on so it is not judged to be 
the unduly hidden side of Japan. Beside which, 
it is only a shore two hours’ train journey 
from Tokyo. 


ation 


ОПАТА NAMIHEI 


Although it docs not enjoy the same. 
advantages as largest cities, this small town 


isnot short of ideas to attract visitors. 


hough Tokyo and Japan's larger cities 
| appear not to be suffering the massive 
depopulation currently affecting the rest 

of the country, it is a different matter in the 
rural regions. The facts are uncompromising 
and speak for themselves: countless villages and 
small provincial rowns throughout the country 
are dying rapidly. Sanjo (adjacent to the city of 
Tsubame), situated around 60 kilometers from 
the sprawling city of Niigata, is among those 
formerly prosperous places that, in fewer than 
twenty years, have become “shutter gai”. The 
term is based on a powerful image: "iron curtain 
town", harking back to shoten gai (shopping 
district), the lungs of the country's cities, and 
referring to those city-centres where one is more 
likely to find shops with their shutters down 
rather than up. Simply walking through the pre- 
nd bustling city 
enough to depress the happiest of tourists. Sanjo 
has all the appearance of a phantom city with 
the town hall recently recording only around 
100,000 inhabitants. Moving a short distance 


viously livel 


entre of Sanjo is 


away from the city-centre, the impression that 
the town is deserted is intensified. Th 


e are 
dozens of empty houses, abandoned after their 
owners have died. Where is everyone? WI 
have the young people from Sanjo gone? "They 
аге а in Kansai (Osaka region) ог Kanto (Tokyo. 
region)" states an elderly man, surprised to meet 
a foreigner wandering around. 

Is Sanjo totally without charm? Let's not beat 
about the bush: open any tourist guidebook 
about Japan, whether in French, English or any 
other language, and you will find nothing about 
the two adjoining towns of Tsubame-Sanjo. 
When the guides mention the region, they only 
refer to Niigata (its rice and sake), Nagaoka (sce 
pp.13-14), or beautiful Sado Island. But, despite 
its high-speed train station, there is not a word 
about Tsubame-Sanjo! And for good reason, 
touristically speaking, as these two cities have 
nothing spectacular to offer. Here, the plain is 
monotonous, with no natural hot-springs, no 
temples or shrines to attract pilgrims, even fewer 
summer festivals to encourage crowds of visitors 
from neighbouring provinces. As long as it can 
be remembered, Tsubame-Sanjo has been an 
industrial dormitory city for the thousands of 
people employed in the metalworking factories. 
Despite this gloomy observation, Tsubame-Sanjo 
can be proud of something — its know-how in 


the field of metallurgy dating back to the Edo 
ега (1603-1868). Even then, the unequalled 
technical skill of the region’ craftsmen attracted 
the attention of lovers of fine metal objects. 
Travellers were delighted to carry home such 
souvenirs as beautiful бети (long metal tobac- 
co-pipes), razors or ink pots. The first factories 
produced, on a large scale, the most reliable 
nails, pincers, knives, saws, hammers and planes 
in the country. Tsubame-Sanjo has enjoyed its 
first-class reputation since the 18th century 
when some of the workshops still in existence 
today were first set up. Several centuries later, 
when national requirements for iron and steel 
expanded rapidly, this craftsmanship gradually 
evolved into a flourishing industry. Japan needed 
reliable dies and moulds to manufacture parts 
necessary for the production of tanks, aeroplanes, 
weapons, and millions of other, thankfully, less 
offensive items. The factories in Tsubame-Sanjo 
were often called upon to provide them, so the 
city prospered by contributing to the country's 


rocus ЧЕ 


том Tsubame-Sanjo wants to bel 


eve it 


industrial growth before as well as after its 
defeat in the Second World War. There was an 
immediate consequence: during the Edo era, 
the many temples, shrines and elegant gardens 
in the region’s cities and towns were razed to 
the ground to make way for new, larger and 
more efficient factories. Economically speaking, 
Tsubame-Sanjo was at its peak towards the end 
of the 1960s. Hundreds of factories and work- 
shops opened to manufacture tools and machines 
of astonishing precision and complexity. This 
know-how quickly spread beyond the country's 
borders. Have you heard of the following Japanese 
brands: Tojiro, Gyokusendo, Suwada, Aida 
Godo, or Kondo? Almost certainly not, unless 


you аге a carpenter, cook, hairdresser, gardener, 
or manager of a beauty parlour, These prestigious 
brands are the joy of craftsmen, great chefs and 
other skilled artists worldwide, who want their 
tools to be strong, reliable, and aesthetically 
beautiful. And this is still the case today. Though 
the heavy metal industry is not flourishing as it 


Like other provincial cities, Tsubame-Sanjo is suffering badly from demographic decline. 
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was during the period of Imperial ambition, 
small-scale Japanese metalworking in Tsubame- 
Sanjo still prospers thanks to national and in- 
ternational word-of-mouth recommendations. 
So you see, not all is lost for Tsubame-Sanjo. 
And, on discovering that these last few craftsmen 
in the city had a cult following among countless 
restauranteurs, carpenters, gardeners and hair- 
dressers around the world, the local authorities 
have decided to take a gamble. “Here, we have 
neither petrol nor shrines, but we do have crafts- 
people!” could be happily displayed at the en- 
trance of the station. This is the reason why, 
over the last few years, with local authority sup- 
port, almost all the factories have opened their 
doors to show-case their skilled know-how to 
curious travellers. Now, it is possible to visit 
the artisans’ mini-museums to buy items directly 
from the factory or have fun taking part in ac- 
tivities connected to metalworking, The region's 
schools are scrambling to keep up! And if you 
want to discover how to manufacture spoons, 


you need to be aware that some visits and 
activities are offered in English. For instance, 
in 2011, che Suwada factory completely renovated. 
its premises to open a splendid “open-factory” 
whe 
metal from behind large windows. Its very im- 
of 
visit to the shop means you can leave 
tems regularly awarded 
prizes in national competitions for “good design". 
The company's best-seller i a pair of nail clippers. 
Suwada sells tens of thousands of them around 


оц can watch craftspeople working the 


pressive, surprisingly exciting, and fre 
course 


with one of the many 


the world every year. When I heard how many, 
Iwas understandably surprised. All these people 
у to pay around £42 for simple nail 
clippers? Having done their research, all the 
factories in the area mainly work with the luxury 
goods industry. As for our famous nail clippers, 
they are obviously bought in large numbers by 
beauty salons or high-end manicure salons, 
which snap them up. “Try them, you'll see the 
difference!” it was suggested to me. So I tried, 
and yes, there was a real difference compared 
to my (already rusty) nail clippers bought in a 
discount store. 

Tsubame-Sanjo's Shinkansen station has also 
begun to promote local goods. You can't miss 
‘Tsubame-Sanjo Wing's 800 m? on the concourse 
level next to the platforms, where work produced 
by all the regions’ artisans is exhibited. There 
are hundreds of day-to-day objects (chopsticks, 
bowls, cutlery, razors, etc.) displayed in splendid 
showcases, with accompanying video clips, along- 
side more complicated tools such as steel parts 
for industrial machines, which require the very 
best in terms of precision (engines, turbines, 
etc). To ensure visitors are aware of the excellent 
standard of the work produced, this ambassador 


are re: 
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Tourists can leave Sanjo with playing cards to collect and trade, which honour local artisans. 


for local trade is happy to highlight certain prod- 
ucts, for example, the luxurious table settings 
“used in several of Joel Robuchon's restaurants". 
In addition, а sign recently placed at the entrance 
proudly announces that the cutlery used in the 
most popular TV culinary drama series of the 
moment, Guran Mezon Tokyo (Grand Maison 
Tokyo), on TBS, featuring Kimura Takuya 
who hails from Tsubame. If any fans of the star 
pass by, they will undoubtedly fall for a full set 
of knives and forks. Finally, just for fun, there is 
another amusing local initiative: just like the 
Pokemon playing and trading cards, you should 
know that there is nowa game called Guardians 
of the Artisans. But, instead of the famous little 


The Shinkansen station in Tsubame-Sanjo invites travellers in to discover locally produced goods. 


Nintendo monsters, the characters featured on 
these cards are all artisans who work in the 
region's factories! These initiatives set up to 
attract and seduce tourists are just a very small 
selection of the projects launched in Tsubame- 
Sanjo. Do they have any real effect? We were 
not able to get any official figures for the number 
of visiting tourists, but according to the few fac- 
tories we contacted and the salespeople at Wing 
“tourists are gradually returning”. Whatever the 
case, the local inhabitants are working towards 
making a success of their efforts and believe in 
their ability to attract more tourists. 
And their beliefis as strong as iron... 

FLORENT GORGES 


Foren Coe 


Revert Gorges 


Whatever the season, Мадаока % firework displays are always very impressive. 


TRADITION Nagaoka sets the world on fire 


The city's firework display festival is 
onc of the most popular in the 
Archipelago today. 


арап has a long and rich history of matsuri 
or traditional festivals. They are held every 


where, from Hokkaido to Okinawa, to cele- 


rate local events, seaso 


al customs (eg, honouring 
the spirits of the ancestors in summer) or to 
worship the local kam (deities). You may be fa- 
miliar with people carrying heavy mikashi (portable 
Shinto shrines) around the streets while wearing 
colourful happi coats and hachimaki (headbands). 
Unfortunately, many festivals run the risk of 
dying out due to depopulation and lack of funds. 
The countryside has been hit particularly hard 
in this respect, but even some big names have 
run into problems. Two years ago, for instance, 
attendance at Tokushima's famous Awa Odori 
dar 
everybody is shedding tears, and the city of 
Nagaoka is actually thriving. Located two stops 


e festival hit a record low. However, not 


from Niigata on the Joetsu Shinkansen Line 
which connects the prefecture to Tokyo, Nagaoka 
is Ё 
which takes place on the first three days of 
August 
up to 8 billion yen. 


nous around Japan Бог its firework festival, 


ind has recently generated revenues of 


Firework festivals are one of the highlights of 
the summer holidays. In August alone, more 
than 200 such events take place somewhere in 
Japan, and Nagaoka is one of the most popular. 
Indeed, thinking globally rather than locally 


(their fireworks are even featured at the annual 


Honolulu Festival in Hawaii), the organisers aim 
to brand Nagaoka as THE firework city of Japan. 
In order to achieve this they have gradually 
widened the scope and scale of their activities, 
adding а one-day Winter Fantasy event and cre- 


ating the Nagaoka Come Hyappio Fest in the 
autumn. The latter is a music and food festival 
(Come — usually spelled kome — means “rice”, 
Niigata’s most famous product), which is held 
in mid-October and features concerts, plenty of 
food stalls, and, of course, the usual pyrotechnics 


(heeps://nagaokamatsuri.com/en/). 
According to HIGUCHI Katsuhiro, these festivals 
have contributed in enhancing the reputation of 
the whole prefecture. HiGUCHI who was born 
Nagaoka and is the owner of a local food 
company, has been involved in running the 
festival and assisting in the city’s revival for many 
years. He is currently the Managing Director of 
the Nagaoka Fireworks Foundation. 
“35 years ago, when I was in Tokyo, Niigata was 
a sort of non-entity,” HIGUCHI says. "When I 
said I was from Niigata, most people would say, 
“Ah, that’s [former Prime Minister] TANAKA 
Kakuci's birthplace!’ Some people would mention 
rice, but nobody had heard about Nagaoka. Lal- 
most developed an inferiority complex for being 
from place nobody knew about. Bur now, more 
and more people are familiar with our festival 
They say things like, ‘ah, that's where they make 
those incredible fireworks, right? I want to check 


them out some day’. It makes me feel proud of 
all the hard work we've done over the years.” 
Originally, the Nagaoka Festival was a very local 
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In contrast to the summer festival, the Winter Fantasy only lasts for one day and consists of just one firework display. 


affair. "For the people and by the people,” as 
HIGUCHI says. The very first firework display 
held in 1879, near the Hachi 
nd became a regular event in 1906. However 


wi an Shrine 


its current version was first held on 1 August 
1946, exactly one year after Nagaoka was destroyed 
in an air raid, in order to remember the city's 
past and celebrate its resurgence after the war. 
“At the time it was called Postwar Reconstruction 
HIGUCHI says, "and generated a lot of 
controversy because some people objected to the 
celebrations, considering that the rebuilding 
process was still far from finished. The festival 


Festival, 


organisers, on the contrary, saw it differently. 
After experiencing such a terrible tragedy, the 
people of Nagaoka needed cheering up, and they 
thought that such an event would give them the 
strength and courage they needed to rebuild 


their city. Indeed, even today the festival's motto 


is 'Remembrance-Renaissance-Peace' 
Even today, controversy seems to play a part in 
the festival as it continues to grow. “In the last 
few years the increasing popularity of the fireworks 
has attracted more and more people,” HIGUCHI 
says. “It got to a point when the whole thing was 
becoming more and more difficult to manage, 
and we had to deal with this urgently. Eventually, 
we decided to create the Nagaoka Fireworks 
Foundation.” 


“However not everybody was in favour. To 
begin with, Nagaoka has never been a tourist 
town, and the event's originators never thought 
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about turning the festival into a tourist attraction. 
But, as I said, we had to do something to deal 
with the festival's growing popularity. Actually 
Nagaoka was the very first city in Japan to 
create such an organisation.” 

Themain 
was to avoid the fate of many other matsuri 
around Japan. “In Nagaoka we realised that 
times had changed,” HIGUCHI says, “and the 
only way to survive was for the festival to change 
with the times and become a tourist attraction 
to appeal to visitors from other parts of Japan. 
This, of course, doesn't mean we've abandoned 
our traditional values and the ideals the festival 
stands for.” 

The Nagaoka Festival's recent claim to fame — 
the Phoenix display — has its origin in another 
sad page in the city's history. On 23 October 
2004, Niigata's Chuetsu region, where Nagaoka 
is located, was hit by an earthquake of magnitude 
68, which killed 68 people, injured 4,805, and 
caused the first ever derailment of a Shinkansen. 
During the next five days, the region around 
Nagaoka was rocked by 15 more earthquakes. 
“Following the example of our fathers who had 
developed the firework festival after the war, we 
decided to create a new event to pray for the re- 
gion's reconstruction,” HIGUCHI says. “Eventually, 
we managed to put together 10 million yen for a 
new firework display, which we called Phoenix. 
Weexperimented with different sizes and shapes, 
and eventually settled on the current format — 


ason for es 


ablishing the Foundation 


nine launching spots over a total length of two 


kilometres. During its five-minute duration, a 
blue phoenix appears, and it's said to bring good 


luck to those who manage to spot 


The Phoenix display is always accompanied 
Jupiter, URAHARA / 
“As you can imagi 
pressed just after the У HIGUCHI 
ne time, Jupiter was being pl: 
nonstop on the radio. The song's lyrics inc 
the phrase "you are not alone”, and apparently 
everybody was requesting this song because 
gave hope to the victims of the disaster. We 
thought that the song would be a good match 
for our ‘music starmine’, and HIRAHARA was 
kind enough to let us use it". 

Music starmines are among the latest additions 


t the sa 


to the ever-evolving art of firework displays. 
Computers are used to synchronize fireworks 
and music in order to create a total experi 
which the visual and aural element overlap and 


ice in 


enhance each other. 
If you are interested in traditional festivals, we 
recommend a visit to Nagaoka. While the Winter 
Fantasy event is held in freezing temperatures 
and only features the firework display, the main 
three-day festival in August also has a foro-nagashi 
(Boating paper lanterns) event during which a 
host of small boats, carrying lanterns as an offering 
to the souls of the dead, are floated down the 
river, creating a truly magical spectacle. 

JEAN DEROME 


It's time to discover the true 
essence and excitement 
of Japanese cooking. 
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EATING & DRINKING 


The prefecture is well ahead of Hokkaido and Akita in the production of rice nationally. 


TERROR There's more to life than rice 


Niigata prefecture is renowned for 
producing rice, but it has a great deal 
more to offer. 


ashibikari. The word will definitely mean 
something to lovers of Japanese cuisine, 
and rice in particular, 105 acrualy che 


principal variety of rice cultivated in Niigata pre- 
fecture. Considered to be the tastiest rice in the 
Archipelago, a claim that is disputed by other 
rice-producing regions, koshihikari has helped 
to spread the region's rice-producing credentials 


beyond the country's borders. In grocery stores 
selling Japanese goods, sacks of koshihikari (not 
always from Niigata) often take centre stage in 
the rice section. However, it is not actually а 
local rice, but was developed in the south of the 
prefecture of Niigata and called езилип 17, but 
due to poor results, it was rejected by the region's 
farmers. This was not the case for their Niigata 
counterparts, who transformed it into their star 
product with the name of koshihikari. 

Thanks to its success, the pr 
first place in the ranks of rice producers, above 


ture occupies 


Hokkaido and Akita, who would have great 
difficulty in challenging Niigata's unassailable 
position in the sector. Local farmers have suc- 
ceeded in mastering its production despite its 
reputation for being difficult to cultivate, For 
that reason, it is easy 
is such a feeling of pride among local producers 


to understand why there 


who are aware that they possess an invaluable 
treasure. This is especially tru 
and Minima Uonuma, in the southeast of the 


in Uonuma 


prefecture, where a favourable microclimate ~ 
warm by day and cool at night — produces 


i "The taste of authentic. 
И) Japanese Gonfectionery 
< 
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what is considered to be the very best rice 
This gives the locally produced rice a unique, 
aromatic flavour. The abundance of rice pro- 
duced in this region, which is surrounded by 
mountains producing the source of the highest 
quality water, has also resulted in an increase 
in the number of sake breweries. With 89 com- 
panies, the prefecture still ranks first in the 
country for the production of this fermented 
beverage. It has 
in sake since the 1980s, when the Japanese 
began to look kindly on local craft sake (jizake), 
whereas they had previously preferred indus- 
trially-produced sake. The Niigata brewers took 
advantage of this change in attitude and saw 
an upsurge in demand, while, at the same time, 


fitted from changing tastes 


it tended to fall in other regions, especially in 
areas such as Kyoto, where, traditionally, in- 
dustrial sake 


the purity of the water and the varieties of rice 
a the 
region helped transform the prefecture into 


used for brewing “the drink of the gods” 


somewhere to be gre 
the league of ginjo (a top quality sake) producers. 
In other words, when it comes to tice, it is 


ly admired. It also tops 


smiles all round in Niigata, and the prefecture 


could afford to rest on its laurels, But this is far 


from the case. It also leads in other areas of 
agricultural production, though this is little 
known and is much to the annoyance of farmers 
for whom rice is not the only thing in life. 
Aube 
cialities. More are grown here than anywhere 
else in the Archipelago. Experts believe that 
the lack of knowledge about Niigata's aubergines 
is because they are mostly consumed in the 
prefecture itself, and only 34% of them are 
"exported" elsewhere. The region's hot and 
humid climate means it is a great place for 
aubergine production. Their cultivation slots 
in perfectly between the seasons for transplanting 


les are another of the prefecture’s spe- 


and harvesting rice. Around twenty varieties 
are available for consumers to enjoy. The best 
aubergine producers are thought to be found 


as brewed. The reputation of 


3 NIIGATA, 
MARCHES 


A Nits Revved 


Farmers in the prefecture grow no fewer than 20 
varieties of aubergines. 


in the region of Nagaoka, and many restaurants 
have created speciality dishes based on the dif- 
ferent varieties available, including the залази, 
recommended for grilling, and the kinchaku, 
whose sweetness goes well with ginger 

Besides auber, 


of another of its products: soybeans or edamame. 


nes, the prefecture is also proud 


A good number of consumers are aware that it 
is a leader in this field as more than half of the 
beans produced are sold outside the prefecture. 
In this instance, the Niigata farmers have proved 
their cultivation skills once again by growing 


more than 40 varieties. The kurosaki chamame 


is by far the best known and highly rated, mainly 
due to its crunchy texture and unique flavour. 
It is produced in Kurosaki, in Nishi Ward, in 
Niigata, and is considered "the queen of 
edamame’, а title no one appears to want to 


challenge these days. 
Many other food products, notably fish, have 


contributed to the development of a first-rate 
cuisine in the prefecture. In the 17th and 18th 
centuries, when the port of Niigata was an 
important staging post for kitamaebune— ships 
that ensured trade between the north and 
south of the Archipelago – it developed a sub. 
stantial gastronomic culture that should not 
be ignored 

GABRIEL BERNARD 
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Landscape near Nagaoka where the first section of the Joetsu line was opened in 1920. 


EXPLORING A railway paradise 


To discover this beautiful region, the 
local railway companies have some 
original options on offer. 


4 he train came out of the long tunnel 


into the snow country". The opening 

words of Yukiguni (Snow Country, 
trans, Edward G. Seidensticker, pub. Penguin 
Modern Classics) by KAWABATA Yasunari is 
one of the most famous in Japanese literature, 
and accurately describes the shock travellers 


feel when they take train between Tokyo and 
Niigata in winter, In the capital and the sur- 
rounding regions, snowflakes are rarely seen, 
held back by the mountainous barrier that sep- 
arates Japan from its Pacific Ocean side (Omote 
Nihon) and its Sea of Japan side (Ura Nihon). 
Of course, sometimes, snow-laden clouds do 
pass over and cause chaos in a large city that is 
unprepared for the resulting blanket of snow. 
This is obviously not the case in the eastern 
part of the Archipelago, which is used to such 
impressively large amounts of snow that most 
buildings have entrances at two different levels, 
the second being on the first floor to be used 
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when winter is in full swing. Though the region 
is experiencing other effects due to climate 
change such as higher temperatures and less 
snow than in previous years, there is still a 
strong impression of arriving in another world 
after travelling through the series of tunnels 
that bring you into Yukiguni, made famous in 
Snow Country. And then, just one night of 
heavy snow is enough to make the trip take on 
a whole new meaning. The best way to fully 
experience and appreciate this aspect of Japan 
is undoubtedly by train. This is particularly so 
as Niigata prefecture, despite its small popula- 
tion, boasts a dense railway network and a high- 
speed line, which it owes to former Prime Min- 
ister, TANAKA Kakuei, who was born in the 
region (sce pp.8-9). In addition, the inhabitants 
are honoured to have been among the pioneers 
of rail travel as the history of trains began in 
1886 with the opening of the section between 
Naoetsu and Sekiyama, while the Tokaido line 
(Tokyo-Osaka) was yet as unfinished and there 
was still no railway in Shikoku or Kyushu. Nev- 
ertheless, it was not until the beginning of the 
20th century that train travel took off in the 


region, allowing it to open up and develop trade 
with the rest of the country. The emphasis was 
Nagaoka 
on the 


on the need for a connection betwee 
and Takasaki, in 
other side of the mountains. One man in par. 


3unma Prefecturi 


ticular, OKUMURA Mitsuru, supported the idea 
of building what would become the Joetsu line. 
In 1882, he opened an office in Tokyo to 
develop the project, which was finally launched 
in 1918. Two years later, Mr OKUMURA, then. 
85 years old, was the guest of honour at the 
opening ceremony in Nagaoka. At Ishiuchi sta- 
tion, situated between Nagaoka and Takasaki, 
his statue can be found watching over the rail- 
way line that changed the region's destiny. 

The construction of the Joetsu Shinkansen 
high-speed railway line in the 1970s consider- 
ably reduced the journey time between the cap- 
ital and Niigata as it takes little more than two 
hours to cover the 330 kilometers separating 
the two cities. So tourists have no excuse for 
ing this part of the Archipelago. In 
addition, they can discover the diverse land- 
scape and the wealth of the region's cuisine 
thanks to JR East, which runs the majority of 


noty 


the regional railways and has introduced spe- 
cially equipped trains to help them make the 
most of the opportunity. Those who are nos- 
talgic about steam trains can take the SL 
Banetsu Monogatari, which runs between 
Niitsu and Aizu-Wakamatsu. For the past 20 
years, the C57-180 steam locomotive, affec: 
tionally called Kifijin (Noble Lady) by train 
enthusiasts, was brought out of retirement for 


weekend trips for those who wish to travel back 
in time. Besides enjoying the beauty of the 
scenery at low speed from well-equipped obser- 


vation areas, you can feast on a SL Banetsu 


Monogatari bento (1,000 yen), a lunch-box con- 
taining a meal based on a recipe dating from 
1897, when it was first marketed. 

While travelling through the region by train 
when it is not covered in snow, you are struck 
by the ubiquitous rice fields, which have helped 
to make the prefecture the main producer of rice 
and sake in the country. So it made sense to ded- 
icate a train to the promotion of the “drink of 
the gods”. The aim of the Shuk Kura train serv- 
ice, a name that combines elements from the 
Japanese words for sake and brewery, is to pro- 
mote the very best local sake while enjoying live 
music performances surrounded by attractive 
scenery. There are three routes available leaving 


On the Genbi Shinkansen, the traveller’s gaze is directed inwards. 


from the Joetsu Myoko station served by the 
Hokuriku Shinkansen (Tokyo-Kanazawa) high- 
speed line. The first, called Koshino, ends at 
Tokamachi, the second, Yuzawa, goes to Echigo- 
Yuzawa, and the third, Ryuto, terminates at 
Niigata. For the first part of their journey, all of 
them travel along the coast of the Sea of Japan 
as far as Kashiwazaki and afford magnificent 


ews over the ocean. These trains usually operate 
from Friday to Sunday, though you should 
always check the timetables on the JR East web- 
site (www.jreast.co.jp/e/joyful) for these and 
other tourist trains; simply choose your route 
according to where you want to go. For exam- 
ple, if you want to travel on the SL Banetsu 
Monogatari, it would be best to choose Ryuto, 


rom where the Noble 


which stops in Niitsu, 
Lady departs. 

One of the strong points of these tourist trains 
is that they share certain stations, which allows 
railway-journey enthusiasts to arrange an unfor- 
gettable weekend on board one or two of them. 
It is easy to imagine taking the Ryuto 
Shuæ Kura as far as Niigata then boarding the 
Kairi, so you can leave the prefecture travelling 
northwards towards Sakata, in Yamagata pre- 
fecture, via Tsuruoka. The last of these tourist 
trains to come into service, Kairi, was launched 


TRAVEL Ф 


in October 2019. You can enjoy the magnificent 


coastline of the Sea of Japan from this train, 
which travels alongside it for the grea 


t majority 
of its route. The railway company's idea was to 
highlight the indisputably delicious local cuisine 
Combining seafood (ai) with peasant tradi- 
tions (rj) gives passengers an excellent foretaste 
of what is available to eat in the region. All the 
care taken with the decor, settings and service, 
as with other trains of this type, is designed to. 
appeal passengers, so that they can focus on the 
beauty around them. 

For those who want to enjoy a different, more 
artistic kind of “beauty”, there is the Genbi 
Shinkansen. Their gaze is directed to the train's 
interior, where works of art are on display. It 
operates at the weekend between Niigata and 
Echigo-Yuzawa, and it offers a unique rail 
travel experience, all the more intense and ре 
sonal since the works displayed will be appre- 
ciated differently depending on who is looking 
at them. 

The mighty JR East isn't the only company 
to offer original trips. Smaller companies such 
as Echigo Tokimeki Tetsudo, which only 
operates two lines in the south of the prefec- 
ture, also tries to attract tourists with special 
trains. With its Setsugekka sightseeing train 
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Mis feared 


MM rip Reser 


enust 


TRAVEL 


Launched by the the small Echigo Tokimeki Tetsudo company, the Setsugekka is 


а great way to discover Niigata 


Bu e 


In service since October 2019, the Kairi is the last tourist t 
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SA 
rain to be introdu 


nae ТАС 
iced in the region. 


Sake lovers will find what they are looking for aboard the Shu*k Kura. 


(www.echigotokimeki.co.jp/setsugekka/pdf/ 
setsugekka_english.pdf), which consists of two 


panorama carriages, the small railway company 


wants to offer passengers the most complete 
picture of Niigata prefecture, at least in terms 
of the landscape they travel through. It runs 
berwi 


en the stations at Joetsu Myoko and 


Itoigawa, and also seeks to seduce the mai 


atures such 


Japanese train fans with spec 
as the underground station at Tsutsuishi and 
the switchback tracks (for a turning manoe 


уге) at Nihongi station (in the direction of 
Joetsu Myoko-Itoigawa), whilst not forgetting 
food lovers, who can enjoy French cuisine while 
travelling in the direction of Joetsu Myoko. For 
17,500 yen (£126), the almost 3-hour-long 
journey through stunning landscape leaves you 
with a lasting impression of Niigata's beauty. 

For those who prefer to dream, another small 
local railway company, Hokuetsu Express Cor- 
poration, has chosen to take advantage of the 
numerous tunnels on the Muikamachi-Saigata 
section between Echigo-Yuzawa and Naoetsu to 
launch the Yumezora (https://hokuhoku. 

cojp/yumezora.html), in which films are pro- 
jected on the ceiling of the train while it travels 
through the tunnels. Several themes, including 
fireworks, which are a specialty of the region (sce 
pp.13-14), add a very original dimension to this 
trip. Once again, this demonstrates that Niigata 
prefecture has maintained its lead in the sphere 
of railways as the Yumezora is the only train of 
its kind in the Archipelago, and KAWABATA 
would have undoubtedly started his novel differ- 
ently ifthe train had existed in the 1930s when 
it was published. 


Opaira МАМІНЕІ 


LANGUAGE Let's 


Hello there! This column will include 
useful Japanese phrases that cover a 
variety of topics. 


ina-san, konnichiwa! (Hello, every- 
one!) This issue, let's have a look at 
the emblems of the Tokyo 2020 


Olympic and Paralympic Games! The checkered 
pattern using three different types of indigo 
squares (https://tokyo2020.org/en/games/ 
emblem/) is similar to patterns also used since 
historical times in the West, but do you also feel 
а sense of Japanese aesthetics from these 
emblems? Actually, in Japan these types of pat- 
terns were not historically known as “checkered 
patterns", but as *ili 
= a pattern used since long ago for kimono fab- 
rics. You can see just a few examples of these 
types of patterns in the table on the right, but if 
you know the names and origins of these pat- 


I ichimatsu monyoo" 


terns, then you can understand why these fabrics 
came to be used in order to bring people good 
fortune and make their wishes come true! 

What's more, speaking of "iu ФН Cengi wo 


Aatsugu/bringing good fortune", in Japan stu- 
dents will often eat "victory foods” the night 
before their exams — which of the following food 
do you think they eat? I'll giv 
you know the Japanese verb for “co win 
LFU Sushi 

2. EAD Tonkatsu (deep-fried pork cutlet) 
3.TARS Tenpura 


you a hint – do 


I hope that next time you have a contest or chal- 
lenge, you can try to get good fortune too! 
Sayoonara, Jaa mata! 


NIHONGO 4“ 


nihonGO! 


Pattern 


Origin of the pattern and what the pattern means 


ilf (05 0) checkered 

ichimatsu 

A pattern that continues unbroken from top to bottom, 
left to right 


— Prosperity 


eV (475k) blue ocean waves 
seigaiha 
The bounty of the wide sea and the gently flowing waves 


? A wish for happiness and a peaceful life 


ЖОЗЕ (% 018) hemp leaves 
asanoha 
Hemp leaves grow fast and straight 

? The healthy growth of children 


tE (Lo 
shippoo 
Coins linked together for eternity 


(£5) seven treasures 


э А well-rounded and harmonious life 


% (54 =) scales 
uroko 
Being able to shed one's skin and regrow it, like a snake 


> Ward off danger 


AF (& о 7 5) tortoiseshell 
kikkoo 


There is a lucky saying: "Cranes live for one thousand 


245156, UPET ! (Goodbye, see you!) 
Манди / MINAM. S years, tortoises for ten thousand” 
» A symbol for long life. 
JAPANFOUNDATION Ф, Image source: http://www.pattern-sozai.website/ дага/ ну“ — > WORM 
NA IH 
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Discovering 
Setouchi & Hokuriku 
by train 


The regional JR-West Rail Pass is the perfect way to discover the wonders of the 
regions of Setouchi and Hokuriku! Online pre-booking essential! 


Discover picturesque villages and cultural treasures in the heart 
of wild landscapes where sea, mountains, and forests meet! 


+++ SHINKANSEN 
— CONVENTIONAL UNE 


This utterly charming region has preserved its culture and 
traditions, has a rich heritage and benefits from an 
exceptional location on the Seto Inland Sea coast! 


-7 аа 


Kansai-Hiroshima Area pass Setouchi Area Pass 


211 +13700) £99*| DERI ¥17310| є125.| 
ma 0006006 ow ЕШШ ОӨӨӨЄ 


*Price on 5 March 2020 at the travel agency and the excharge rate. 
for 


www.westjr.co.jp/global/en/ticket/overview 


Gokayama + Sekai 
IWortd Heritage Tour Bus] 


Discover the picturesque 
villages along the River 
Shó-gawa Valley by taking the 
Sekai-isan bus service to all the 
heritage sites. The buses leave 
from JR stations in Toyama, 
Kanazawa and Takayama. The 
traditional architecture of the 
old wooden houses with their 
thatched roofs and paper 
windows nestling in the rural 
landscape of mountains and rice 
paddies is a very beautiful sight. 


Okayama 
Korakuen Garden 


With its cherry, maple, and 
apricot trees, Korakuen is one of 
the most important ornamental 
gardens of the Edo era. Located 
on an island in the middle of the 
Asahi River and facing Okayama 
Castle, this glorious garden 
remains in bloom the whole year 
round. Created in the kaiyü style, 
its many hilly paths offer 
garden-lovers numerous 
viewpoints and perspectives. 


an Bus 


Kenroku-en Garden 


Considered to be one of Japan's 
most beautiful parks, 
Kenroku-en extends over an 
area of 11 hectares on the 
heights of Kanazawa close to the 
castle of the Maeda clan. Dating 
from 1676, this superb landscape 
garden features 8,750 trees, 
fountains, streams, a stone 
bridge and lanterns, waterfalls, 
а pagoda, a teahouse, and 
magnificent viewpoints among 
peaceful, tranquil ponds. 


Hiroshima 
Miyajima 


Itsukushima Shrine's floating 
red torii is one of Miyajima 
Island's, and Japan's, most 
famous sights. Just a few 
kilometres from Hiroshima, this 
extraordinary natural setting is 
home to the sacred jewel of 
Shintoism, as well as mountains, 
villages, forests, bays, beautiful 
beaches and, in autumn, the 
unique spectacle of glowing red 
maple trees on Mount Misen. 


ADERTORIAL 


Yokokan Garden 


Created in the 17th century in the 
sukiya-zukuri style to encircle 
the Matsudaira family residence, 
the water-filled garden of 
Yokokan is just 300m from Рики! 
Castle. From the tatami-covered 
rooms, the visitor can admire 
the elegant landscaping based 
on asymmetry and curves. This 
picture of beauty varies with the 
seasons, the colours of the 
flowers and leaves, and the 
changing light. 


Yamaguchi 


Kozan Park and 
the Pagoda with 5 floors 


Yamaguchi is famous for 
Ruriko-ji Temple's magnificent 
five-storey pagoda in the centre 
of Kozan Park. The wooden 
masterpiece built in 1442, a 
national treasure, lies in the 
heart of this vast Soto Zen 
Buddhist temple complex. Close 
by, among the plum and cherry 
trees, is the Rosan-dó teahouse, 
a former political hotspot, and 
the burial site of the Mori clan 
who ruled the city in the Edo era. 


Kansai-Hokuriku Area Pass zem Hokuriku Arch Pass 


GEUL ¥15 270 | єтїї 


[ШИ] У7630| cse 660606 


Log on here for information on ће JR-WEST RAIL PASS and other passes 


www.westjr.co.jp/global/en/ticket 
> www.westjr.co.jp/global/en/ticket/setouchi Sweor 


Reporting the latest business, finance —— Introducing a colorful variety of 
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daily life from locations throughout 
"Japan, as well as other parts of Asia 
and around the world. 
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Al paeng is now available. 
Choose from Chinese, French, Indonesian, Spanish, Thai, and Vietnamese 
i when watching NHK NEWSLINE or other programs on line. " 
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